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CLIMATE CHANGE  
Precipitation 
Ethiopia is has experienced a large number of droughts over the last several decades, with five major 
droughts alone since 1980 (Araya 2011; Bachewe et al. 2015). While Conway and Schipper (2011) who 
studied historical rainfall patterns in Ethiopia from 1982 to 2007 record no marked emergent changes in 
rainfall over time Funk et al. (2012) shows that over the past two decades the land area receiving a level 
of rainfall sufficient to support crop and livestock production decreased by 16 percent. The regions 
particularly affected were Oromia and the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples' Region 
(SNNPR). Belg precipitation declines of 50-150 millimeter (mm) occurred in the south-central and 
eastern parts of the country while rainfall levels in the western and southern parts of Ethiopia declined 
during the Kiremt season.  Similarly, Ethiopia’s National Meteorological Agency (NMA) finds that while 
rainfall has remained constant when averaged across the country, there have been declines in some 
areas of the country since the 1990s (NMA 2007).  
Furthermore, both seasonal and annual rainfall have exhibited high variability in many parts of the 
country. In addition, the frequency, magnitude and intensity of droughts in Ethiopia has increased (NMA 
2007). During the past 10 to 15 years, the frequency of spring droughts has increased throughout 
Ethiopia (Viste et al. 2013).  
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 5th Assessment Report (AR5) Global Circulation 
Model (GCM) projections for East Africa suggest that by the end of the 21st century, the climate in 
Ethiopia will be wetter, with more intense wet seasons and less severe droughts during October to 
December and March to May (IPCC 2015). Specifically, IPCC forecasts a long-term increase in 
precipitation in Ethiopia with average change projected from 1.4-4.5 percent over the next 20 years, 3.1-
8.4 percent over the next 30 years, and 5.1-13.8 percent over the next 50 years, compared to the 1961 
to 1990 averages.  The AR5 also states that there is a low confidence regarding rising trends in extreme 
temperature, severe rainfall, and drought in East Africa. Nonetheless, over the past 30 to 60 years, 
droughts and storms have been more frequent in East Africa (IPCC 2015).  
Temperature  
Ethiopia has experienced a large number of droughts over the last several decades, with five major 
droughts alone since 1980 (Araya 2011; Bachewe et al. 2015). While Conway and Schipper (2011) who 
studied historical rainfall patterns in Ethiopia from 1982 to 2007 record no marked emergent changes in 
rainfall over time Funk et al. (2012) shows that over the past two decades the land area receiving a level 
of rainfall sufficient to support crop and livestock production decreased by 16 percent. The regions 
particularly affected were Oromia and the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples' Region 
(SNNPR). Precipitation during Belg season declines of 50-150 millimeter (mm) occurred in the south-
central and eastern parts of the country while rainfall levels in the western and southern parts of 
Ethiopia declined during the Kiremt season.  Similarly, Ethiopia’s National Meteorological Agency (NMA) 
finds that while rainfall has remained constant when averaged across the country, there have been 
declines in some areas of the country since the 1990s (NMA 2007).  
Furthermore, both seasonal and annual rainfall have exhibited high variability in many parts of the 
country. In addition, the frequency, magnitude and intensity of droughts in Ethiopia has increased (NMA 
2007). During the past 10 to 15 years, the frequency of spring droughts has increased throughout 
Ethiopia (Viste et al. 2013). 
 
Changes in mean daily maximum temperature (oC) between 1980 and 2010 in hottest month of year. 
 
Note: Cells that show no significant trend at 10% significance level are masked out. 
Source: Map generated from data provided by https://data.giss.nasa.gov/impacts/agmipcf/agmerra/  
Ethiopia has a complex topography and climate with diverse rainfall patterns across the country and 
availability or lack of water supplies influence agricultural production in both the crop production zones 
in the highlands and the largely pastoralist areas in the lowlands of the country (Singh et al. 2016).   
In the Ethiopian context, the effects of climate change need to be evaluated in combination with the 
effects of the impacts related to the El Nino Southern Oscillation (ENSO). Furthermore, the ENSO effects 
provide a good indication for the possible impact of an increase in extreme events. Several studies have 
illustrated the relationship between annual rainfall and ENSO events in Ethiopia (Haile 1988; Attia and 
Abulhoda 1992; Nicholls 1993; Eltahir 1996).  Haile (1988, 1990) discusses the occurrence of drought in 
northern Ethiopia associated with deviations from rainfall every 3-5 years whereas it was every 8-10 
years for the whole country. Wolde-Georgis (1997) described that ENSO years have heavy belq rains 
while kiremt rains declined. Furthermore, Attia and Abulhoda (1992) and Eltahir (1996) showed that 
ENSO impacted the flow of the Nile River, whose tributaries supply 85 percent of water in the highlands 
of Ethiopia, resulting in drought conditions in both 1986-1987 and 1987-1988.  Nicholls (1993), Webb 
and von Braun (1994), and Ayalew (1996) describe famines associated with these drought periods.  
The failure of the 2015 belg rains particularly affected smallholder farmers and pastoralists in the north-
east of Afar and northern Somali (OPM 2018). In addition to the impacts of water shortages for 
agriculture and livestock activities, the El Niño drought also affected domestic water supplies used for 
drinking, cooking, washing, and personal hygiene. In response to the failure of rains, the government 
began to scale up food assistance and responded relatively quickly to the drought in some areas 
beginning July 2015 (USAID 2016; OPM 2018).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.5. Average precipitation (%) received in different parts of Ethiopia, 2015. 
 
Note: Total precipitation from February 1-September 15, 2015 as percentage of long-term average. Data from CHIRPs 4.8-km 
(1/20-deg) precipitation dataset (UCSB/CHG). Target period: 2015-02-01 to 2015-09-02. Historical period: 1981-2014 
Source: Singh et al. (2016). 
Impacts on Agriculture and the Economy 
CROP PRODUCTION 
There are significant uncertainties regarding the effect of climate variability and climate change on 
agricultural productivity in Ethiopia. Although rainfall is a main determinant of crop yields, analysis of 
subnational rainfall and crop yield data show a weak relationship between local rainfall and staple crop 
yields (Conway and Schipper 2011), suggesting that factors like management are also important in 
determining crop yields. This is similar to Lobell et al. (2008), who analyzed relationships between 
observed harvests and monthly temperature and precipitation for five regions in Africa. Relationships 
were significant in only 17 out of 41 cases. Jones and Thornton (2003) predicted that in the Ethiopian 
highlands surrounding Addis Ababa maize yields might increase substantially with a changing climate, 
but overall yields for all main crops are essentially unchanging. Thornton et al. (2010) showed that yields 
of maize and beans in the tropical highland mixed systems of Africa are projected to increase, 
sometimes substantially under some climate change scenarios. Kassie et al. (2015) show that by 2050 
maize yields in the Central Rift Valley of Ethiopia might decrease by 20 percent compared to the 1980 to 
2009 period due to climate change. Araya et al. (2015) show that the median maize yield could increase 
by 1.7 percent to 2.9 percent during 2010 to 2039 but the range then widens from a 6.3 percent 
decrease to a 4 percent increase during 2040 to 2069, conditional on the model used. Figure 3.6 
presents a summary of projection results from the Agricultural Model Intercomparison Project (AgMIP) 
where up to four different crop models are used to generate change in yield projections under five 
different GCMs for 2000 to 2050. Country-wide results indicate a general agreement in terms of the type 
of effect (negative for maize, wheat, sorghum, and groundnuts, and positive for rice). There is some 
disagreement in the projections, but they are mostly negative for barley, millet and cassava, with more 
uncertainty for soybeans. 
Figure 3.6. Climate change effects on yields of major crops in Ethiopia, various scenarios. 
 
Source: AgMIP internal document. 
 
Agricultural production in Ethiopia has been highly successful. Overall production of cereals has nearly 
doubled since 2006, and yields have grown by about 22 percent. However, national averages of staple 
crop yields are still at least 50 percent below on-station yields,1 suggesting large yields gaps and a 
potential by farmers to lift yields through changes in on-farm management, including increased addition 
of agricultural inputs, such as fertilizers and irrigation water.  
At the same time, climate variability and extremes, such as ENSO events, as well as long-term climate 
change will likely put pressure on future crop yields. As a result, production capacity will be under 
increased stress given the projected effects of climate change, with added impacts from both biotic and 
abiotic stresses. The net effect is projected increased crop yields but below a non-climate change 
trajectory of yield improvements with yield declines in times of climatic extremes. Moreover, climatic 
shocks will remain a major challenge for climate resilience and response options.  Alemu, Korecha and 
Mohamod (2017) analyzed the effects of historic ENSO phases from 1980 to 2014 on cereal productivity 
in the Upper Awash Basin (UAB) where belg rains account for about 183-310 mm of rain while kiremt 
rains contribute 465-906 mm. The authors find average cereal yield reductions of 16 percent and 5.3 
percent due to El Niño and La Niña events, respectively, in the southern, south eastern and central 
regions of UAB, and 10.1 percent during El Niño and 9.1 percent during La Niña in the western 
highlands, with even higher reductions for some individual crops.   
Average cereal productivity during ENSO events in southern, south eastern and central regions of 
Upper Awash Basin, Ethiopia. 
Crop Average 
productivity 
(Qt/ha) 
El Niño  La Niña  
Change in 
productivity 
(Qt/ha) 
Percentage 
change  
(%) 
Change in 
productivity 
(Qt/ha) 
Percentage 
change  
(%) 
Teff  11.65  -1.69  -14.50  -0.77  -6.59  
 
1 http://www.yieldgap.org/ethiopia 
Wheat  18.42  -2.53  -13.72  -2.7  -14.65  
Maize  24.52  -6.42  -26.17  -1.48  -6.02  
Sorghum  16.15  -1.50  -9.31  +0.97  +5.99  
Note: Qt/ha – quintal per hectare 
Source: Alemu, Korecha and Mohamod (2017). 
Average cereal productivity during ENSO events in western highlands of Upper Awash Basin, Ethiopia.  
Crop Average 
productivity 
(Qt/ha) 
El Niño  La Niña  
Change in 
productivity 
(Qt/ha) 
Percentage 
change  
(%) 
Change in 
productivity 
(Qt/ha) 
Percentage 
change  
(%) 
Teff  12.17 -2.0 -16.49 -0.96 -7.90 
Wheat  17.9 -2.47 -13.77 -4.12 -23.02 
Maize  22.2 -2.60 -11.72 1.46 +6.56 
Sorghum  16.13 +0.26 +1.64 -1.97 -12.19 
Note: Qt/ha – quintal per hectare 
Source: Alemu, Korecha and Mohamod (2017). 
 
LIVESTOCK 
Rain is an important source of water for the herd and growth of forage. Studies assessing linkages 
between livestock population and rainfall distribution (Desta and Coppock 2002; Angassa and Oba 2007; 
Tache and Sjaastad 2010) suggest strong relationships with the drought years of 1984, 2000, 2002, 2009 
and 2011 showing higher mortality rates of livestock because of feed deficiency and water scarcity. On 
the other hand, these same studies showed low mortality rates of cattle, sheep, goat and camel during 
the wet years of 1996, 2003, 2006, 2010 and 2014. Hassen et al. (2017) studied the effect of reduced 
rainfall on livestock population in eastern Ethiopia. Results illustrate the declining cattle and sheep 
population during El Niño (diminishing rainfall) in Shinile zone whereas goats and camels which are more 
drought-tolerant are more adapted to low amounts of rain. This analysis shows the highly negative 
impacts of ENSO on livestock population, mortality and off-take rates. The long distance of travel 
exploring better grazing areas and water resources could have contributed to the high mortality rates of 
livestock during ENSO (Hassen et al. 2017). Mergesa et al. (2014) describe comparable outcomes in 
Borana pasture areas where scarcity of grazing lands and changes in climate conditions triggered 
decreasing populations and productivity of livestock. Given the uncertainty in the occurrence of rainfall, 
pastoralists tend to settle near water areas, and apply seasonal mobility and destocking as adaptation 
options to alleviate the detrimental effects of ENSO. 
Additionally, the change in the composition of rangeland plant species from grasses to woody plants 
because of climate change may have already impacted the cattle and sheep population compared to 
goats and camels (Abebe et al. 2012). Camels and goats can consume more bushy plant species than 
sheep and cattle (Teshome et al. 2010; Megersa et al. 2014). Moreover, camels are preferred by herders 
due to their ability to produce relatively high amount of milk despite environmental stress, thus 
providing income and nutritional needs to herders’ families (Tilahun et al. 2016; Hassen et al. 2017). 
 
 
ECONOMIC GROWTH AND POVERTY 
The impacts of climate change and weather variability go beyond crops and livestock production to the 
broader economy.  Block et al. (2008) utilized a multi-market model with detailed analysis of climate 
variability to assess the impact of climate variability on economic growth and poverty.  The results show 
that climate variability significantly reduces agricultural GDP growth, and because of the importance of 
agriculture in the economy, this also reduces non-agricultural and total GDP growth.  Importantly, 
poverty also increases due to climate variability, adding urgency to policies, programs and investment to 
improve resilience to and response to weather shocks. 
A focus on enhanced resilience in Ethiopia’s drylands is also important because the number of people in 
Ethiopia’s drylands is expected to continue to grow. According to Cervigni and Morris (2016), the 
agriculture-dependent population in Ethiopia’s drylands is expected to grow by about 60 percent 
between 2010 and 2030; with higher GDP growth leading to a slightly smaller growth in the number of 
people in these vulnerable areas. 
  
Change in the number of people living in drylands expected to be dependent on agriculture in 2030 
(2010=100, medium-fertility scenario). 
 
Source: Cervigni and Morris, 2016  
 
In Summary, climate change will have an impact on the availability, access, utilization and stability, of 
food in other words it will impact the whole food system. Therefore, a broader approach to improving 
food security under climate change and climate variability should be developed. Targeting poverty 
through improving market access and off-farm opportunities can be a better strategy to increase food 
security than focusing only agricultural production and closing yield gaps. The entire food system should 
adjust to climate change including trade, stocks, nutrition and social policies. 
 
GENDER   
Gender Disparities in Agricultural Production 
Ethiopia has considerable diversity in agroecological conditions, farming systems, ethnicities, and 
religions, which is reflected by similar diversity in gender norms and women’s roles agriculture and 
other livelihood activities (Kumar and Quisumbing 2015). Generally, both men and women participate in 
agricultural production with responsibility for different tasks. For example, women tend to be 
responsible for activities such as weeding or tending homestead gardens, while men make decisions 
about marketing and control income from the sale of agricultural goods (Aguilar et al. 2014).  
Despite women’s participation in agricultural activities, women tend to have less access to productive 
inputs like land, agricultural technologies, fertilizer, and seed; less access to services, such as extension 
and credit; and less participation in rural organizations, such as water user associations (Fafchamps and 
Quisumbing 2005; World Bank and IFPRI 2010; Peterman, et al. 2011; Aguilar et al. 2014; Kasa et al. 
2015). As a result of these disadvantages, research revealed a considerable productivity gap of 23% 
between plots managed by men and women in Ethiopia (Aguilar et al. 2014). Moreover, even when 
households adopt new agricultural technologies or practices, such as small-scale irrigation, women may 
not share the benefits, such as control over income from the sale of irrigated crops (Aregu et al. 2010; 
Theis et al. 2018).  
Given women’s limited access to services, the government has made efforts to improve women's access 
to agricultural services, mainly extension and credit (World Bank and IFPRI 2010). The PASDEP Program, 
for example has set targets to reach 100 percent of female-headed households and 30 percent of 
married women in male-headed households. Finally, rights to access land could sometimes be gender 
biased but this differs by region. Furthermore, women are usually left vulnerable upon dissolution of 
marriage and seldom keep land rights (Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2005). 
Similarly, policy changes addressed the gender gap in asset ownership. Specifically, revisions to the 
country’s 2000 Family Code gave women and men equal rights in terms of marriage, inheritance and 
property and the 2003 land registration program increased land tenure security for women (Kumar and 
Quisumbing 2015). Policy targets to reach women farmers are set in many of the country’s strategies 
related to rural and agricultural development, such as the Growth and Transformation Plan II and the 
Rural Development Policy and Strategy. The Agricultural Growth Program (AGP), in particular, contains a 
mandate to focus on reducing gender gaps in agriculture by focusing on “(i) the promotion of labor-
saving technologies for women; (ii) the provision of relevant information to female farmers, customized 
to the needs of female farmers; and (iii) the easing of the time burden of household responsibilities, by 
providing services to reduce the time that female farmers need to perform household duties to enable 
them to devote more time to productive farm activities.”  
Given that the country’s gender-disaggregated data collection efforts by the Ethiopian Central Statistics 
Agency (CSA) target men and women land holders, this results in over-representation of female-headed 
households. As a result, more data are available to document differences between male- and female-
household heads rather than understanding intra-household dynamics between men and women within 
the same household (Kasa et al. 2015; Warner et al. 2015). Married women face a different set of 
constraints and opportunities. For example, the land certification program provides an opportunity for 
married women in male-headed households. Conversely, married women may be more constrained by 
limited decision-making authority, limited access to information and advisory services, and less 
participation in rural organizations (ibid). 
Women’s Empowerment 
However, some intra-household data measuring women’s empowerment shed light on the intra-
household gender dynamics and the empowerment challenges faced by married women (Feed the 
Future 2018). These data are available from the Feed the Future surveys in 2013 and 2015, covering 
4,453 households from 250 kebeles and 84 woredas in the Amhara, Oromia, Somali, Southern Nations, 
Nationalities and People’s (SNNP) and Tigray regions. The dataset contains a sample of 3,842 women 
and their husbands and can be used to calculate the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index 
(WEAI) which is based on women’s scores across 5 domains of empowerment (production decision-
making, control over productive resources, control over income, community leadership, and time use) 
and the gender parity gap between the male and female heads of (the same) household. 
Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI): Overall Score for Ethiopia 
The overall WEAI score for Ethiopia in 2015 is 0.72. This score represents the weighted average of the 5 
Domains of Empowerment (5DE) and Gender Parity Index (GPI) scores. This represents a 3 percent 
increase from Ethiopia’s baseline score in 2013, illustrating that Ethiopian women are experiencing 
improvements in empowerment status (Feed the Future 2018). 
 
WEAI Domains 
Comparing scores for men and women reveal that women are almost twice as disempowered as men. 
Key areas of women’s disempowerment are (in order of importance): lack of community leadership, 
time burden, and limited control over productive resources (especially credit access and decisions) 
(Yimmer and Tadesse 2015). The domains with the largest gap between men’s and women’s scores were 
related to speaking in public, access to credit, and workload. There were no statistically significant 
changes in the contribution of the various domains to women’s disempowerment between the two 
survey rounds (Feed the Future 2018). 
Qualitative research provides additional nuance to the WEAI results based on local definitions of 
empowerment (Nigussie and Mulema 2019). Findings show that empowerment relates to the ability of 
men and women to meet their social roles—for men this entails providing for the family’s basic needs 
and for women it entails good care giving practices (ibid). Both men and women are expected to 
participate in income-earning activities, contribute to savings and wealth accumulation although the 
types of activities in which men and women engage differ (ibid). Other characteristics associated with 
empowerment included level of education and knowledge, good conduct and acceptance by the 
community, participation in community groups, effective time management, and joint decision-making 
(ibid). 
Links Between Women’s Empowerment and Nutrition 
An early study by Fafchamps, Kebede, and Quisumbing (2009) found that the relative nutrition of 
spouses is associated with correlates of bargaining power, including cognitive ability, independent 
sources of income, and devolution of assets upon divorce, and that these dimensions of women’s 
empowerment were positively associated with the nutrition and education outcomes of children. A later 
study using the WEAI data, confirmed the link between women’s empowerment and nutrition 
outcomes. In this case, women’s empowerment scores are associated with greater dietary diversity for 
women and children (Yimmer and Tadesse 2015). Other factors driving greater dietary diversity for 
children include production diversity and education of mothers (ibid). 
 
NUTRITION  
Although undernutrition in Ethiopia has decreased in recent decades, it remains problematically high. 
According to World Health Organization guidelines (WHO 2010), Ethiopia’s child stunting level is 
considered “high” verging on “very high” at 38.4%, and its child wasting level is considered “poor” 
verging on “serious” at 9.9%. These rates vary across different regions in Ethiopia, and in some cases the 
regional rates are substantially higher than the national averages (CSA and ICF, 2016).  Around one third 
(29%) of adolescent girls (between age 15-19 years) are thin (BMI less than 18.5). More than half of 
children aged 6-59 months (57%) and 24% of women of reproductive age (WRA, 15-49 years) are anemic 
(CSA and ICF, 2016). In contrast, there has also been an increased incidence of overnutrition among 
women. 22% of WRA are thin, while 8% are overweight or obese (comparing to 3% in 2000) (CSA and 
ICF, 2016).  
Not surprisingly, analysis has shown that socioeconomic and demographic characteristics are 
significantly associated with undernutrition in Ethiopia (Girma & Genebo, 2002). Important 
characteristics include women’s employment status, decision-making power over income, age, and 
marital status. In addition, household economic status and the number of prenatal visits of the mother 
are important. These factors were also found to be important for child nutrition outcomes. Saldanha et 
al., (2012) found that barriers to improving nutrition outcomes for women and children included low 
prioritization of maternal nutrition in health and nutrition service delivery and weak technical capacity 
to deliver context-sensitive maternal nutrition interventions at all levels.  
Poor diets are an important driver of malnutrition, and the central pathway by which agriculture and 
food systems affect nutrition. As in many cultures, the typical Ethiopian diet indicates an 
overdependence on starchy staples and provides inadequate amounts of key nutrients including protein, 
vitamin A, and zinc (Gebru et al., 2018). According to 24-hour recall data, diet diversity is extremely low 
for women and children (Gebru et al., 2018). While there are some regional differences, 
overconsumption of staple foods in place of nutrient dense foods such as fruits, vegetables, and high 
quality protein is a nationwide problem (Gebru et al., 2018). Although the prevalence has been 
increasing, still only 58% of children under 6 months of age are exclusive breastfeeding (CSA and ICF, 
2016). And only 7% of children aged 6-23 months meet the minimum acceptable diet standards (CSA 
and ICF, 2016).  
 
Start of a nutrition transition 
Historical trends in household consumption data suggests that some of these diet patterns may be 
slowly changing. Per capita calorie consumption has been increasing between 1996 and 2011, and there 
has been a gradual increase in consumption of fruits, vegetables, and animal products (Worku, Dereje, 
Minten, & Hirvonen, 2017). However, consumption of processed foods has also been increasing. Though 
consumption of ultra-processed foods—associated with obesity and related non-communicable 
diseases—is still well below the global average (Gebru et al., 2018; Worku et al., 2017). 
 
Agriculture and other food systems drivers of diets 
Recent Ethiopian government policies and programs call for sustainable food systems approaches to 
achieve better nutrition for all (Gebru et al., 2018). (Existing policies in Ethiopia that affect food security 
and nutrition are summarized by Gebru et al.(2018).) A food system encompasses the people and 
institutions who are involved in the many processes and activities along food value chains, including 
food production, processing, storage, transportation, trade, and retailing (Global Panel on Agriculture 
and Food Systems for Nutrition 2016). By taking a food systems perspective, it is possible to gain a 
better understanding of the complex set of factors that influence diets along the food supply chain.   
Diet diversity is an important indicator of a healthy diet.  And the linkages between agricultural 
production diversity and diet diversity and a common topic of research. When individual diet 
information is not widely available, per capita estimates using national or household-level food 
availability data helps to fill the gap. Choudhury and Headey (2017) examine the drivers of 
diversification of the national food supply and find that economic growth, urbanization, and 
demographic shifts are strong predictors. Hirvonen and Hoddinott (2014) found that household 
production diversity leads improvements in diet diversity of children for Ethiopian farm households. 
However, proximity to food markets mitigates this effect.    
A review of global evidence on production diversity and diets concludes that the role of markets in the 
supply of nutritious foods may be more important than own-production, even for subsistence farmers 
(Sibhatu & Qaim, 2018). A study in East Tigray Zone in the Tigray Region found that children whose 
households are located closer to food markets have greater weight-for-age and weight-for-height, 
although proximity to markets is insufficient to offset poor nutrition in the lean season (Abay & 
Hirvonen, 2017). Moreover, mothers’ nutritional knowledge is positively associated with children’s 
dietary diversity in the Alefa woreda, Amhara region, but only in areas with good access to markets 
(Abay & Hirvonen, 2017). In addition, the food supply is highly sensitive to climate at every step along 
the supply chain (Fanzo et al 2018). 
YOUTH  
Ethiopia's National Youth Policy (2004) defines youth as those aged 15-29 years. Ethiopia is a young 
country, with 45 per cent of the population under age 15 and 71 per cent under age 30. Data from the 
Central Statistical Agency also suggest that youth, particularly in urban areas, are four times more likely 
to be unemployed than adults (CSA 2014). Seventy per cent of youth live in rural areas where agriculture 
forms the basis of livelihoods (Bezu and Holden 2014). The majority of young people live in rural areas 
where livelihood opportunities in farming are increasingly difficult, particularly in parts of the highlands, 
where population densities have become very high and farm sizes very small. In this regard, it is critical 
to examine how the agribusiness sector – which encompasses the full range of activities such as input 
suppliers, farm producers, and agri-processors to wholesalers and retailers – could drive job 
opportunities for youth, given the importance of Ethiopia’s agricultural sector. As the country’s growing 
number of agribusinesses are generating more jobs, understanding the role of agribusiness is also vital 
as future employment generation and expansion are expected to be in this sector (Moller and Wacker 
2015; World Bank 2016). 
Prior to 1991, the private sector in Ethiopia played an insignificant role in employing youth due to the 
government’s centralized recruitment and deployment of employees to publicly owned companies 
(Blattman and Dercon 2018). Furthermore, the nationalization of land and large-scale manufacturing 
and service industries by the 1974–91 socialist government left a small formal private sector. Since 
1991, the government has privatized state-owned enterprises and has provided incentives to the private 
sector to promote growth (Moller 2015; World Bank 2016; Blattman and Dercon 2018). However, the 
role that such private enterprises have played in creating employment opportunities for youth is not 
well documented. 
Therefore, the agricultural sector still plays a key role in generating jobs for youth. Besides jobs that 
come with higher productivity, the jobs created by the expansion of agro-processors are more labor-
intensive and they generally offer better employment opportunities for the youth. Transformation of 
the agricultural sector also leads to more diversified value chains and stronger integration of producers 
into international, regional, and local markets (Irz et al. 2001; Moller 2015; World Bank 2016).  
A series of actions can generate job and growth opportunities for youth. Among these are investment in 
infrastructure to ensure the growth of the agribusinesses sector and make it more competitive and 
reliable. Most of all the issue of access to land must be resolved. Improve the youth’s access to land 
through policy reforms is essential to allow landowners to transfer their land use right to others, 
especially for the youth who wish to engage in agribusiness-related activities, by sale or in exchange. 
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